Impact of short-course radiotherapy and low anterior resection on quality of life and bowel function in primary rectal cancer.
Short-course preoperative radiotherapy and total mesorectal excision have decreased local recurrence rates from rectal cancer. However, the effect of this radiotherapy on bowel function and quality of life in these patients is not well understood. Between 1999 and 2004, 34 patients underwent low anterior resection and either short-course preoperative radiation (N = 24) or surgery alone (N = 10). Quality of life and bowel function were assessed using validated instruments: European Organization of Research and Treatment of Cancer Quality of Life questionnaires, Fecal Incontinence Quality of Life Scale, and the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center Bowel Function Instrument. Patients treated with preoperative radiation had higher rates of fecal incontinence and showed a strong trend toward lower global quality-of-life scores. In addition, there was a trend toward worse bowel function in these patients. Patients treated with short-course preoperative radiotherapy had worse continence-related quality of life than patients treated with surgery alone for rectal cancer. Fecal incontinence has a negative effect on quality of life in these patients, causing difficulty with coping, lifestyle, and depression, and limiting daily activities. Validated instruments provide standardized assessment of bowel function and quality of life.